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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
The setting was May 1989 in a port city along the western coast of the Red Sea. I
was completely dumbfounded as I walked through the halls of my new school. Never
before did I observe teaching conditions that were as challenging as these; this was a
classroom management nightmare. It became appallingly clear that the survival skills
necessary for keeping this well-paid job were not congruent with the pedagogical
principles I have acquired and depended on throughout my teaching career. Since that
rude awakening and on a daily basis I compromise my professional repertoire and
constructivist teaching theory foundation because I have chosen the path that keeps me
financially secure as opposed to professionally content and progressively attuned.
Throughout each surviving day I remind myself that I’m improvising and finding
solutions in a difficult environment. I will attempt to describe in more detail this paradox
of bewilderment, controversy, and sometimes frightening educational environment that I
have chosen to teach in.
The basic problem is this: from the highest levels of the Saudi military
administration there appears to be a consensus that the English school students (enlisted
and newly recruited soldiers from all locations throughout the Kingdom) are capable of
learning academic English, even though the placement test scores indicate the opposite
(approximately 25% of the students score extremely and consistently low). The
placement test, by the way, is made up of multiple-choice questions that are taken from
the first four textbooks taught in the English language program at our school. Convincing
the local administration that they have set the bar too high has been proven to be a next-
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to-impossible achievement. Our teaching staff has tried year after year to persuade the
administration that it is an unrealistic expectation to assume all the students will progress
under the current teaching pace and curriculum. Why do they hire us, but not listen to
us? How can we show them where literacy starts?
My solution is to introduce and teach new curriculum (an intervention) in the
classroom that will help students acquire the earliest stage of reading. With an improved
reading foundation, students are potentially more capable of attaining higher proficiency,
and consequently higher assessment results. Given evidence of higher test scores, the
Saudi school administration may be more likely to accept the idea of change. I will not
publish any of the pre/post test results in this capstone. Instead, after its completion, I will
share my capstone with the Saudi administration in hopes of initiating changes that are
needed, as well as changing the expectation of a 0% failure rate. This chapter introduces
the key concepts related to the backgrounds of the teacher, the students, the curriculum,
and some insights into a typical school day.
Background of the Teacher
I have taught English as a foreign language in Saudi Arabia for more than 14
years throughout my teaching career. My job title is Technical English Language
Instructor and I have worked at an English language school on a Saudi Arabian military
base for most of this time. When I first arrived my employer was a world-renowned
American defense contract-company that provided accommodations for my family and
me on a comfortable westernized compound. Four years later the English teaching staff
was reassigned to a local subcontractor (a private Saudi company) so my employer and
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sponsorship in the kingdom changed significantly. We have still been allowed to stay on
a comfortable compound, but most of the other job-entitled benefits disappeared or were
changed in accordance with Saudi labor laws. Navigating around and dealing with the
American company, the Saudi subcontractor, the Saudi military, the American teaching
staff, and the students have become a diplomatic intertwined survival skills-juggling act
in itself. In other words, I wear several hats on a daily basis in order to survive
professionally, politically, culturally, and emotionally.
Background of the Students
When the students first arrive to the school (after finishing a three-month basic
training course) they seem to be very friendly, innocent young Bedouin adult students.
They have recently been recruited into the military from rural and urban locations
throughout the country with promises of pursuing a better life in the military. For many,
this is their first time away from home. For most, this is also their first exposure to
western culture, our educational approach, and direct contact with a westerner.
Furthermore, it is obvious upon arrival that they were not expecting to be studying
English in their military training (enrolled into a 34-week English language-training
course) because many seem surprised and confused in their new academic role. A few
even become belligerent and occasionally have been given the option to resign from their
military commitment shortly after arrival. Often times pressure from parents or prior
family commitments keep them from leaving. As the weeks pass by the sweetness and
innocence begins to wear off and the demands of student and military life soon take a toll
on them. In short, many become disinterested and unmotivated. Midway through the
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program the behavior and the lack of discipline become so uncontrollable that it is
impossible to teach effectively because most of the time is spent dealing with classroom
management and behavioral issues.
The students I teach (the lowest level) have unquestionably low first language
(L1) literacy ability. Many have difficulty performing simple writing tasks, such as filling
out military forms and paperwork, signing their names on official documents, and reading
simple instructions. This is not only my professional opinion, but several of my
colleagues (Defense Language Institute experienced and/or Peace Corps trained
professionals) who speak Arabic fluently concur (Lahniche, 2014). Initially, I intended to
conduct a survey or circulate a questionnaire to collect more data on their prior
knowledge and/or previous educational background. According to reliable sources,
attempting to obtain background information would be unwise and unpopular with the
Saudi military administration and could possibly even have a negative effect on my
future plans for extended employment. Hence, I am rather limited with regard to
collecting data of this nature. Saudi Arabia is still a very closed society and doing
research about its people is a sensitive cultural issue. Furthermore, the work location is a
foreign military setting and the policy-decision makers in this environment are rather
uncompromising and traditional in their way of thinking.
Another factor that impacts the success/failure rate of these students is the
military lifestyle. Prior to their arrival to the English program the students complete a
three-month basic training course in the Kingdom where they are first introduced to
Saudi military life. Learning to march is one priority. They march several hours a day

5

because it is one of their primary duties and expectations as soldiers. Marching
processions are the main attraction at parades and military celebrations, and it is
customary for a well-performed marching exhibition to be rewarded with extra days off
whenever a royal family member or high-ranking officer visits. So during their English
training course, they continue to improve and perfect their marching skills daily. This
naturally affects their ability to study and concentrate in class. Most mornings when
students arrive they are completely soaked with perspiration and getting them settled
down to study for the remainder of the day is my responsibility.
Other factors that affect the students’ ability to succeed are adjusting to basic
classroom management expectations and cross-cultural differences. With minimal formal
education experience, most of my students simply don’t know how to study, have
difficulty listening to instructions and following classroom procedures, and cannot sit
quietly and patiently in a desk. Many of the students come from rural desert villages
where desert life is predicted and defined by the environment. In other words they are
accustomed to sleeping during the extremely hot daytime hours and being awake most of
the cooler nights. Not being accustomed to air-conditioning also contributes to sleepiness.
Such important cultural factors equally contribute to their inability to stay alert and
attentive in class. When students cannot stay awake or begin to lose attentiveness, I
politely and respectfully ask them to stand up. Likewise, the military enforces this policy
and holds the classroom teacher responsible for keeping students awake and alert. If any
students fall asleep or are too sleepy to stay alert, I enforce the military’s rule by filling
out a disciplinary form. Following this procedure, each infraction gets recorded and may
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eventually lead up to a weekend restriction to the barracks. Sometimes the student is
ordered to stand in the hot scorching sun. Tardiness, absenteeism, and various classroom
management-related infractions occur on a regular basis. Students challenging my
authority are a common occurrences.
The Daily Routine
On a typical school day I might give several warnings. If anyone ignores or
disregards my warning, I really have only one course of action: to fill out and issue a
discipline form. This procedure involves stopping the lesson that is being taught, ensuring
the student understands why he is being disciplined, and sending him to the main office
with the form in hand. Frequently students refuse to cooperate, so in order to maintain
classroom control I am faced the following options:
•

request assistance from passer-by higher-ranking military personnel

•

convince the class leader or another student to escort the defiant student to the
office

•

escort the student myself (which means leaving my classroom unattended)

•

renege on my threat which may discredit my authority with the students

Throughout each class period, I pace around the room every 5-10 minutes politely and
respectfully asking students to stay alert or stand up because they are not awake. One
survival skill is to enforce a strict and commanding demeanor while maintaining a
positive, friendly, and caring attitude. Validating completed and incomplete written work
in student textbooks is another. This is particularly important because when belligerent
students challenge my authority in front of the military staff, incomplete assignments in
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their workbooks reinforces my position. Furthermore, student-teacher challenges to
authority often occur, so I need to show proof that I am in control and in the right.
Handcuffed to the Curriculum
The current curriculum is a globally-recognized United States military-oriented
series (Saudi Arabian Ministry of Defense, May, 2000). It is the standard textbook series
that accompanies the training package of any foreign military hardware sales of the
United States Army. It is vocabulary and grammar focused with an average of twentyfive new words per lesson, six lessons per book that includes one review lesson. At our
current pace, teachers are expected to teach one lesson every two days and students are
expected to learn approximately 10-15 new words every day. In addition to this, grammar
and functional language is incorporated within the theme-based format (military life in a
regional location of the United States). For students with little or no English language
proficiency, the expectation to learn at the same pace as the higher-level classes and to
learn the same content is completely inappropriate and beyond their ability level.
The Guiding Question
My greatest academic concern focuses on the lowest-leveled students who
experience immediate failure upon arrival and continued disappointment throughout their
stay in the English program. As previously stated, in my opinion along with most of the
English teaching staff, the curriculum is too difficult and the pace at which we are
expected to teach is too fast. To make matters worse the current solution to help failing
students is forcing additional instruction time using the same inappropriate curriculum.
On top of studying six 50-minute periods a day, they are marched back to the classroom
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in the late afternoon to re-study the lessons that they didn’t understand the first time.
Surely if these challenged students experience difficulty to read, write, or speak in
English, mandatory repetition of the same lessons is not going to benefit them, the
teachers, or the program. What they need is to be taught how to read (recognize and
memorize the basic sounds of the alphabet and be able to phonetically decode simple
words and basic roots) before any expectations of success can occur. With that said, my
capstone question focuses on a solution to remedy this early failure rate: How can I use
phonics to improve the English acquisition success rate of Saudi military students?
Ideally, as I teach these challenged students and focus on the early stages of reading, they
will experience the power of success. By showing them progress and that they are not
failures, there will be enough incentive for them to try harder and boost their test scores
up to a point that gets recognized by the powers-that-be. With such an accomplishment
recognized, hopefully some changes for allowing basic reading skills to be taught first to
these struggling learners will be the result. This is my goal!
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Chapter Overviews
In Chapter One I introduced the nature of my Capstone by explaining the reason
and importance for an intervention in the military English class. The goal of the
intervention was briefly presented. The backgrounds of the teachers, students,
curriculum, and current expectations of the administration were presented. In Chapter
Two I provide the premise of my literature review: to concentrate on adult learners with
low L1 literacy skills that need to learn basic phonics in English before successful
development can happen. Chapter Three is my methods. Chapter Four describes the
curriculum design and methodology that make up this intervention. In Chapter Five I
reflect on the results and limitations of the intervention, implications for future teaching,
and recommendations for any teacher who will hopefully be asked to continue with
teaching basic literacy skills to these needy learners.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter looks at research that answers the question “How can phonics be
used to improve the English acquisition success rate of Saudi military students?”
Likewise, this research also relates to adult learners who have very low literacy skills, are
learning English as a second/foreign language, and how this situation is unique in Saudi
Arabia for L1 Arabic speakers. Before examining in detail the components of this
chapter, it would be noteworthy to mention the frontrunner of this research: the
international forum of researchers called LESLLA (Low Educated Second Language and
Literacy Acquisition for Adults, 2005). Its goal is to share practical information to help
educate and influence further research in the field that engulfs more than 775 million
non-literate people age 15 and over. Since its birth, LESLLA teaching and learning
contributions produced from the annual symposiums have been profound and substantial.
There are two LESLLA 8th Symposium (2013) references thematically related to
this capstone: (1) Low-literate L2 adult learners are faced with a double handicap; their
illiteracy as well as their lack of oral skills limits their support mechanism and knowledge
of phonology, which are necessary for learning (Strube, Craats, & Hout, 2013). (2) One
comment in particular that resonates significantly to the situation in Saudi Arabia is the
advice given by Markov and Scheithauer (2013) when supporting L2 literacy learners. In
order for learning to take place the learner must first learn to learn, so teaching strategies
is absolutely necessary. The message here strongly emphasizes the educator’s quest is not
just to teach L2 literacy learners the English language, but to teach them how to learn.
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The blueprint for this chapter is divided into three sections: (1) to specify and
examine important factors that pertain to the learners; (2) to discuss best practices as they
relate to phonetic instruction; and (3) to summarize and consider what the benefits and
implications for such actions are for adult learners in Saud Arabia.
Section One: Pre-Instructional Factors
Prior knowledge engulfs the most important aspects directly related to English
literacy instruction for adults and helps determine a learner’s potential for success. They
include the following: the level of first language (L1) literacy, educational background,
cultural values, personal interests, and motivations for learning English.
First Language Literacy
The methods of instruction that are best suited for the learners and the amount of
growth they may achieve in their second language (L2) proficiency are significantly
influenced by their L1 abilities. In Cummins’ proposal (1991) he echoes this thought by
saying the more knowledge a learner has of her/his first language and how language
works, the more benefits that can be transferred to the second language to improve L2
acquisition. This idea is broken down further in a review (Burt, Peyton, & Adams, 2003)
that identifies English learners into six L1 literacy backgrounds: preliterate, non-literate,
semiliterate, non-alphabet literate, non-Roman alphabet literate, and Roman alphabet
literate.
The preliterate background. This literacy background refers to cultures that exist without
written communication. In these societies English learners rely solely on oral
communication and need to be taught how written language serves a purpose in everyday
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life before L2 instruction can occur successfully. The refugees living in Sudan called the
Dinka people are preliterate. Literacy instruction for these learners is received best when
their oral language knowledge is taken into consideration and oral activities are used.
Furthermore, according to White Rose University Consortium in reference to the study of
the Kope tribe in New Guinea (Madden, 2006) in preliterate cultures it is commonly
acknowledged that hearing is the sense most frequently associated with the transfer of
information. Other useful techniques mentioned involved the following:
•

repetition

= in daily rituals, rites of passage, and ceremonies

•

visual sensory

= color, imagery, body language, signs (e.g. tribal war

messages)
•

landscape marks = buildings, structures, devices, relics (e.g. Stonehenge)

One last consideration is that preliterate learners should learn separately from literate
learners because frequent repetition and re-teaching are necessary as suggested by
Davidson & Strucker (2002).
The non-literate background. Within this background literacy in the culture is available,
but learners still lack proper access to literacy instruction because of overwhelming
restrictions that are placed on them as a result of war and poverty. For example, many
Central American adult learners cannot read, but they have some exposure to written
language. The following characteristics define this level of learner further as well as the
previously mentioned learner:
•

learn slowly and require a lot of repetition
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•

may be shy in the classroom about their lack of literacy

•

are unfamiliar with using textbooks or text-related teaching aids

•

expect students to write notes in class are definite limitations to their success

•

tend to be more motivated to learn than preliterate learners
Motivation of this nature can be recognized by looking back in history as early as

when the invention of writing is estimated to have occurred. Such evidence reiterates that
writing, and by extension literacy, will always be one of the cornerstones of modern life
and the advancement of civilization cannot exist without it (Sampson, 1990). According
to him, literacy is both a result and a condition of civilization. It is a product that was
formed by societal evolution and a tool for shaping it. His overall point is that the
progression of writing was always associated with divinity by many cultures and that the
motivation to learn it and improve oneself has always existed because it has always been
associated with a higher order.
The semi-literate background. Learners of this background live in cultures where
literacy is accessible, but due to various factors (economic, educational, or political
situation) have not reached a high level of L1 literacy. Many refugees in Africa, Asia, and
Central America, for example, are forced to leave school early or have interrupted
schooling experiences. In a refugee camp in Thailand, a study (Robson, 1982) found that
the adult Hmong who had minimal L1 literacy learned English reading skills faster than
those who had no Hmong literacy. A crucial point of emphasis is that the need exists to
look closely at the importance of native language literacy instruction before or
simultaneously when learning English literacy. Insight can be acquired by following this
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advice. Universally, this is true when learning any second language. A case-in-point
exists in the Finish National Core Curriculum for Literacy Training for Adult Immigrants
program (2012), which requires and provides literacy instruction in the Finnish language.
In Section 3 where placement testing is explained semiliterate immigrants are described
as follows: “Semi-literate learners have some written skills in the Roman alphabet. They
may have gone to school for a few years or learnt some reading skills in some other way
either in their home country or in Finland. However, their study skills are often deficient”
(p.13). Interestingly, improving their study skills will effectively benefit their progress in
learning the language, thus insight such as this proves to be invaluable.
In general, learners from all three of these backgrounds (pre-/non-/semi-literate) may
have stronger oral skills in English and it is very likely they are more accustomed to
learning via oral instruction, such as folktales, fables and other story telling techniques
that contain teaching points, concepts, and moral lessons (Burt, et al. 2003, pp. 7-10).
Simulating a familiar and positive environment is highly recommended as is being placed
in a separate classroom where both L1 literacy skills and their oral English skills can be
incorporated into their learning. Since none of them are fully L1 literate, the following
should be noted:
•

They may require ESL/EFL support or service throughout their adolescence as
well as adult life.

•

They may experience anxiety regarding English literacy learning.

•

They require positive reinforcement for developing their self-image/confidence as
readers/writers in an educational environment.
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•

They may have undetected or unidentified learning disabilities that contribute to
their apprehension to learn and ability to improve.
The students in my class fit into of the semi-literate background because their

behavioral and academic characteristics, as well as the learning environments where they
were raised, replicate the one described in this paradigm. Some of the students have not
finished secondary school, whereas others who have completed 12 grades of public
school still exhibit inadequate academic level literacy skills. One of Lahniche’s (2014)
recommendations for helping Arab students who have difficulty with second language
reading is to teach phonics to improve letter/sound recognition.
The non-alphabet literate, non-Roman alphabet literate, and Roman alphabet literate
backgrounds. The remaining three backgrounds relate to the learners who have an
established L1 literacy. These learners already have valuable L1 reading strategies and
skills that can be transferred to learning a second or additional language. They understand
that a writing system represents speech and can perform classroom behaviors such as,
using textbooks, taking notes, and reviewing previous information. Also they will
generally be more confident and learn faster than non-literate learners. Non-alphabet
literate learners (such as the Japanese) and non-Roman alphabet literate learners (such as
Arabs and Thais) will most likely require additional practice with written English soundto-symbol relationships (Strucker, 2002). In a study by Wade-Wolley (1999), Japanese
students demonstrated the use of visual clues (sight recognition of letter sequences) and
memorization skills instead of phonological strategies, i.e. “phoneme-to-sound mapping”,
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when learning to read in English. Without an ability to process an alphabetic script,
learning to read is a slow process and the learner will never become a proficient reader.
There are notable considerations for L2 learners of English who are literate in
Arabic. Although their alphabetic literacy background is considered an advantage when
learning to read, their alphabet reads from right to left whereas the Roman alphabet reads
from left to right. Furthermore, they may have difficulty using a dictionary and may
require more processing time with written related tasks because the L1 orthography
differs from English. According to Ryan and Meara (1991) Arab students will encounter
difficulty when learning to read in English because in the Arabic writing system vowels
are often not written out. This leads them to focus more on the consonantal segments, and
as a result see the word as a shape of consonants instead of decoding the word
phonologically (Taylor, 2008). Further evidence to support these notions can be found in
Lahniche’s thesis (2014). Fender (2003, 2008) suggests L1 word recognition practices in
Arabic differ from English because English words have inconsistent and irregular
grapheme/phoneme mappings. He also concludes that Arab ESL students have weak
spelling skills in English.
Language learners from Roman alphabet literate backgrounds (such as French,
German, and Spanish) have the advantage of reading from left to right and familiarity of
letter shapes and script. Instruction is best suited when “specific letter-to-sound and
sound-syllable correspondences of English” (Burt, et al. 2003, p. 13) are emphasized.
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Educational Background
The next aspect for discussion is educational background: to be specific the
history, structure, and literacy development in Saudi Arabia. Inspired by Islamic
philosophy, education has always been important in the Muslim world, and in particular
the Arabian Peninsula as it is called the “Cradle of Islam” (Alsunbul, 1985). All historical
evidence indicates that education and literacy development in the past were verbal in
nature and were centered on religion and morality. The locations (mosques) where
literacy education occurred were also where Muslims gathered to pray.
Formal education in Saudi Arabia is a fairly new institution. Its birth occurred in
1925 when the Directorate of Education was established. This led to a foundation, which
centralized a national system of government. Then, in 1953 the Ministry of Education
was established and five years later the following grade system (followed by a separate
higher education program) was implemented: 2-year pre-elementary, 6-year elementary,
3-year intermediate, and 3-year secondary program. Passing a final grade level
examination is required after Grade 4, all public schools are gender segregated, and
English language is compulsory for grades 7-12 (Saudi Arabian Cultural Mission to the
U.S.A., 2006).
According to the Saudi Ministry of Education the purpose of education is “to have
the student understand Islam in a correct comprehensive manner, to plant and spread the
Islamic creed, to furnish the student with values, teachings, and ideals of Islam, to equip
him with the various skills and knowledge to develop the society economically, socially,
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and culturally, and to prepare the individual to become a useful member in the building of
his community” (Ministry of Education, 1970, p.10).
In 1981 the literacy rate in Saudi Arabia was very low. Almana (1981) estimated
it at approximately 30% for males and 20% for females. Likewise, Alsunbul (1985)
concluded that illiteracy was widespread and stated numerous reasons for being so,
ranging from societal reluctance to lack of research. An assistant professor (Hamidi,
1979) at the College of Education in Riyadh, not only pre-dated Alsunbul’s comments,
but added that progress and development are slow for Saudis because “people are afraid
to violate old customs and norms without having a solid new status to step toward” (p.
30). His point focuses on comparing a developing society with a developed one. Anyone
who is surrounded with life literacy is exposed to more knowledge than someone who is
not. This person is therefore more likely to participate in the program of development
than a person who is less fortunate. In order for Saudi Arabia to develop successfully,
there needs to be development of its people at the same time. Literacy is the key to this
growth and success. One very prevalent point of view in Saudi society is that change
occurs gradually and slowly, and that mediocrity is the norm. This is typically true in
societies with a high illiteracy rate. So according to Hamidi, improving literacy will
positively affect the attitudes and progress should follow (p. 30).
Hamidi’s (1979) emphasis is centered on adult education programs in Saudi
Arabia. His message is intended to point out how cultural values affect society, what
issues are created as a result, and how to solve them. Table 1 outlines the topics, some
noteworthy problems, and relevant solutions.
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Table 1
Social problems in Saudi Arabia and feasible goals through an adult education program
Topic
Class
Stratification

Literate vs.
Illiterate

Recreation
Drop-Out

Education for
Women

Materialism

Problem
Alienation and minimal contact
between social classes is the result of
an international immigrant
workforce.
Two-fold: illiterate parents undermind the need for education and
neglect to praise/reward their
children. They, in turn, lose respect
for their parents.
Saudi Arabia has minimal
recreational facilities and adult
recreation mostly consists of sitting
around drinking tea or coffee.
An almost 50% high school drop-out
rate is the result of an inflexible
school structure not meeting student
needs.
When educated men marry
uneducated women, family
communication breaks down and
wives are intellectually alienated
from their husbands/children.
Due to Saudi wealth and the
availability of modern-day goods and
services, traditional values (religion,
ethics, hospitality, respectability, etc.)
have greatly diminished.

Solution
ABE could bridge social classes closer
together through community
improvement/beautification/work
programs.
ABE can enlighten parents to the
school social/public interest setting and
help them feel more comfortable with
the school as an institution.
ABE programs could facilitate 24/7
activities/events/services that cater to
children, adults, or both together.
Fortunately, ABE could offer second
chances to students who didn’t fit in
with the regular day school.
ABE offers family life/planning classes
and health education to women in their
own homes and local communities.
ABE can assist the public to maintain
their social perceptions by creating
opportunities that teach and preserve
old values so they aren’t forgotten or
lost in the modern world.

Note. From Hamidi, A. S. (1979). Adult Education in Saudi Arabia: Development Plans
in an Emerging Society. Lifelong Learning: The Adult Years, (January), 33.
It is obvious to see and point out that each of the above-mentioned solutions requires,
promotes, and advances literacy development and intellectual progress.
The educational background of learners is equally significant to their success
when learning a second language. According to Grabe and Stoller (2002), educational
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background is a distinguishing feature between L1 and L2 literacy learners because the
L2 learners base their expectations of literacy instruction on their L1 experience,
especially as it refers to reading development. Those who have no or very limited L1
literacy most likely have had minimal experience with formal education. Their actual and
more successful learning experiences may have been a result of watching or learning
from others, what matters most in their lives, and when they feel relaxed and at ease in
the academic environment. A prime example of this occurred when Hardman (1999)
discovered that his semiliterate Cambodian adult students were more comfortable in class
and had better attitudes about learning to read when English-speaking children came with
them to class and assisted them.
Cultural Values
Literacy plays an important role in defining and determining our cultural values.
This is a theme that resonates throughout the Adult Literacy Book (Newman &
Beverstock, 1990). Whatever people consider as valuable in their lives will determine
how they choose to live and what direction they are motivated to go. An impoverished
person values food over reading materials. A businessperson values a return on an
investment. Literacy educators consider all three important: food, reading material, and a
return on an investment that requires most of their time and hard work. Learning to read
for the beginner is as fundamental to one’s values as food is for the body. Often literacy
programs and methodologies that exist are not in tune with the students’ cultural
backgrounds and the values that they live by. Too often special reading instruction is
defined as using the correct reading level without considering the student’s culture. The
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following expert opinions reinforce the need for literacy materials designed to be
responsive to the students’ cultural values:
•

Freire (1985a) speaks about literacy in terms of active creation instead of passive
transference. In other words, students improve their literacy significantly more
when the problems in their personal experiences make up the content of the
program they are studying in and by supporting each other, actively working
together to change the society they live in. As a result of working internationally,
Freire promotes education as both a political act, and an artistic event (1985b).
Successfully recognizing cultural integrity and economic necessity requires a
deep understanding of one’s values. This cannot be accomplished when using
generic, bland, or inappropriate literacy materials.

•

Harman (1985) argues that there are multiple definitions of literacy including
social, contextual, and cultural contexts. It is not simply the ability to read and
write. His definition includes the context-dependent and socio-cultural nature of
literacy.

•

Fingernet (1987) is an ethnographic researcher who believes not enough data on
adult learners has been studied showing the following relationships: selfexamination of learners, how learners perceive instruction-based courses,
comparing students’ cultural behavior with classroom behavior, and to study how
literacy functions outside of the classroom. This researcher also studied Adult
Basic Literacy (ABL) programs that were state run and federally funded during
the 1960s. Fingernet (1985) reported that important decisions related to the ABE
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programs too often were not made by internal dedicated personnel who
understood and empathized with the cultural awareness and needs of the learner.
•

Kazemek (1985, 1988a, 1988b) questions how adult (functional) literacy is
currently being taught. She thinks Adult Basic Education should include the
following points. First, literacy is both a personal and a social process of coming
to know that is political, cultural, and context-dependent. Secondly, adult literacy
instruction needs to be viewed as a process of mutual discussion. Thirdly, adult
literacy instructors need an understanding of the adult learner. Finally, she
opposes generic literacy materials.

•

According to Heath (1980, 1983, 1984) functional literacy stems from how one
interprets the needs of a cultural community. She draws attention to communities
that depend on oral more than written communication. For example, Native
Americans educate their young by teaching them survival skills; obviously there
is no need for pencil and paper. Likewise, inner-city “pocket cultures” rely mostly
on oral communication, with the exception of neighborhood wall graffiti. Thus
literacy in these communities must be culturally defined; it depends on what is
necessary and important in order to survive.
By in large, the solutions to improve adult literacy do not lie in more funding,

better technology, or newer textbooks. The answer lies in the messages of this quintet of
researchers: to focus on the cultural aspects and awareness of the learners and their
environments.
“Wasta” and Its Effect on Schooling
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Any western teacher living and working in Saudi Arabia cannot possibly teach
Saudi students without experiencing and being aware of the code of behavior centered on
“wasta” (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010). The research from this paper clearly showed that
“wasta” is a predominant traditional practice with little chance that it will diminish in the
future. By definition, it is one of the most important personal relationship behaviors built
into the Arab culture as it relates to all walks in life, but in the above-mentioned case, an
individual’s career advancement in the business world. For example, it is an expected
duty for someone, if they have the connections (influence), to help a family member or
one of their friends get a job and would be considered an insult to the job seeker if the
relative or friend didn’t at least try to use his or her personal advantage. It is an accepted
and expected behavior in business, as well as in social networking and mentoring across
the Middle East.
In short, “wasta” is equivalent to nepotism or favoritism in the western world. For
example, the university where one is enrolled stands second in importance to the personal
relationship that is shared between teacher and student. As one student portrays it, (Halil,
2013) Arabs consider the personal relationship with their teacher more important than the
relationship or status that they have with their university.
“Wasta” also extends to one’s tribe or family clan, which is identified by a
student’s surname. Affiliations and assistance to another classmate are expected
behaviors. An example that often occurs in school is when students feel they are
obligated to help a classmate when he struggles or cannot answer a question in class or
even help while taking a test. A teacher must be aware that students, adult personnel, and
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even administrators do not consider such behavior as cheating or wrongdoing. The roots
to one’s clan run much deeper than the school’s policies or western standards for proper
school behavior. Arabs most often perceive other Arabs as their spiritual brothers and
higher up on the ladder of hierarchical alliance. With this insight, it is advised that a
teacher from the western world should be aware and culturally sensitive when affected by
or dealing with “wasta”.
Learner’s Interest
To find out what students are interested in and use it as the basis for literacy
instruction has proven to be successful. For example, according to Morgan, Moni, and
Jobling (2006) a word study cannot occur without obtaining information, such as: the
learner’s interests, prior knowledge, and past experiences. It is important to build a
foundation (plan of action) based on student interest and to help establish a vehicle for
accomplishing the objectives of the program. More specifically, they found out from an
interview that the subject liked eating pizza, reading recipe books, playing soccer, and
having black dogs as pets. Then, in conjunction with the Four Resources Model
(Freebody & Luke; Luke & Freebody, 1997), they connected the criteria to phonics and
built a literacy-learning program based on the learner’s background. See Table 2 below.
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Table 2
Examples of phonics activities mapped onto the Four Resources Model to develop a
balanced program
Code-breaker
Thematic alphabet
books (unknown initial
letters and sounds)
Examples:
f as in fur, friend, fun
p as in pet, play, park
w as in wash, walk,
whistle

Text participant
Reading alphabet book
of words associated with
Dogs
Reading Carl’s
Afternoon in the Park
(Day, 1991) and My
Puppy’s Record Book
(Day, 1996)

Sound cards (end
sounds)
Examples:
-oon, -ch, -ink, -oke, -y

Creating a book of
sound words associated
with family (e.g., dad,
mad, bad, glad)
Creating a family photo
album with captions
Reading a modified
biography of David
Beckham
Watching the movie
Bend It Like Beckham
(Chadha, 2002)
Reading a report of a
soccer match
Writing about being
famous
Eating pizza and
describing using the
senses

Soccer sounds
Examples:
h, f, p, w, j, v, sc, st, all,
ie, ar, er, sh, a-e, oa, ou

Concrete cooking
(initial, medial, and
final letters and sounds)
Examples:
y, z, h, sh, sp, str,-ong, y, ch, -ch, a-e

Location letter looting
(initial sounds and
blends)
Examples:
e, j, y, w, z, f, h, cl, dr,
th, sw, sh, sl, sk, fr, tr,
ou, au, air, er, ang, igh

Observing in the
community, at the
theater, at soccer, in the
home
Writing a community
newsletter

Text user
Using guide to training a
dog
Reading Surprise Puppy
(Walker-Hodge, 1998)
Caring for a dog
Describing a dog and
writing a personal
recount about Blackie
Reading and writing
Writing and reading
different forms of
rhyming poetry (e.g.,
limerick, ballad)

Text analyst
Researching different
kinds/breeds of dogs and
choosing a dog for a
family

Reading the rules of the
game
Writing a review of a
movie
Writing about his own
soccer team
Writing a report of a
game he played in

Comparing a soccer
player with players from
other kinds of football

Writing a pizza recipe
book
Making pizza, following
recipes
Writing a pizza form
poem
Writing a pizza rap (e.g.,
pizza in the pan, pizza
in the pan, p-p-p-p,
pizza in the pan)
Writing signs or posters
for community, at
theater, at soccer, in the
home
Writing a community
newsletter

Doing Web search on
origins of pizza
Investigating fast
foods—what’s healthy
and what’s not

Creating an anthology of
favorite read and
composed poems based
on a theme

Investigating television
advertisements and
making own TV
advertisements
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Note. From “Code-Breaker: Developing Phonics With a Young Adult With an
Intellectual Disability” by M. Morgan, K. B. Moni, & M. A. Jobling, 2006, Journal of
Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 50(1), p. 59.
From this information graphic organizers (see Figure 1) were designed and
implemented to help the learner extend his knowledge of phonics in the form of
challenging, related, and effective writing activities.

Figure 1. Phonics organizer showing a variety of personal food interests of a learner
From M. Morgan, K. B. Moni, & M. A. Jobling, 2006
Another prime example of basing a curriculum on student interest refers to a team
of literary teachers helping a group of 80 mothers who were on welfare (Newman &
Beverstock, 1990). The focus of the project was on improving reading, writing, and math
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skills, while the social character of their literacy became beneficially apparent. Coming
from homes with no reading culture (few magazines, newspapers, or books), these
mothers were exposed primarily to oral communication – word of mouth or via
television. Progress was slow until their cultural environment was taken into
consideration and instruction was adjusted accordingly.
The results were an eye-opening experience for both the teachers and the welfare
mothers as their enthusiasm improved tenfold when an informal student-produced
newsletter was added to the program. The women were willing to work harder and longer
to put the publication into print. They had been keeping journals from the first day, but
after seeing their stories, poems, letters to the editor, and thoughts in print, it became a
source of emotional support for them. The recognition they generated for themselves was
a rewarding and elating experience.
There is one important consideration to this approach that relates to the cultural
values perspective. Public recognition in a society such as Saudi Arabia must be very
carefully scrutinized because freedom of the press is so restricted and closely censored.
Such a liberty can easily be taken for granted from the western world’s point of view. In
Saudi Arabia having access to objective and opposing points of view is not the status quo.
Also, with the newly chosen King Salman, the mood for such openness in the press and
public eye is in a testing stage of acceptance.
Learner’s Motivation
Traditionally some Arab students are known to have low motivation for learning
to read in English. Lahniche (2014) suggests several reasons that influence this attitude,
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which include a poor reading environment home culture, school policies that discourage
extensive reading for pleasure, and negative associations to reading by students due to
teacher ridicule and physical punishment in school. Such factors lead to difficult
classroom management challenges with unruly, undisciplined, and unmotivated students.
Not surprisingly, this case holds true for some Saudi students as well. What
motivation can be gained with such negative factors influencing the outcome? Well, with
adequate literacy in English, a Saudi soldier is open to more career opportunities and a
better financial future. Money can be a positive and beneficial motivator that stems from
literacy in English.
In some countries, such as in the United States, dependency on literacy can be
rather successful when upgrading the work force. In the Measuring America’s Literacy
chapter (Newman and Beverstock, 1990), it is shown how America applies this concept.
Companies realize the need to have educated and literate employees. Following
instructions, comprehending warning labels, and keeping up with the advancement of
technology are serious matters that could lead to safety-related accidents or lawsuits. As a
result, corporations are getting more involved with community education,
communications, and transportation resources.
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Section Two: Best Practices
What’s the best way to teach reading? Well, the classic debate for teaching
reading was the “whole language” approach versus the “phonics-first” approach
(Thistlethwaite, 1994). In the former the reader predicts meaning by using inferences and
background knowledge while in the latter the reader builds word knowledge by focusing
first on letters and sounds, then to larger units of language, such as syllables, words,
phrases, and sentences. Once an English phonetic foundation is in place students can
increase their comprehension ability by reading orally, memorizing vocabulary and
grammar, learning the meanings of words, and focusing on the written and graphic
context to learn new information.
Then a decade later, Burt, Peyton, and Adams (2003) restated both the Whole
Language and Phonics First Approaches as the top-down model and the bottom-up
model. They described an alternative process entitled the interactive model whereby both
models work together in unison. For example, as a reader decodes (the bottom up ability
to change letters into sound) and comprehends (the top-down skills to use background
information, inferences, and predicting) text, there is an automatic switching that takes
place, which enables successful reading to occur. This model has become the preferred
approach in second language circles.
After another decade passes a group of researchers (Giess, Rivers, Kennedy, &
Lombardino, 2012) who were studying adolescents with reading disabilities, extend this
conversation by pointing out key components, such as the visual, auditory, and tactile-
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kinesthetic characteristics that are associated with learning phonology, phonologicalawareness, and sound-symbol correspondence, are shared and effective techniques for
teaching the reading process. Although their focus was reading disabilities, the idea of
tapping into sensory abilities and applying them to the interactive model was established.
Then one year later another article was published in the LESLLA 8th Symposium
suggesting the “Sight Word Approach’ as another method to teach reading to the lowest
level literacy learners (Marrapodi, 2013). Similar to the Whole Language Approach and
as a disadvantage, decoding isn’t taught. However to its credit, 65% of all written English
comes from 1000 of the most common words list (Fry, 1999). By mastering the words,
the process of learning to read continues as the reader builds fluency in order to reach
comprehension, which can be accomplished through repetition and using context clues.
All in all, understanding the interactive model in more detail is essential to the
theme of this capstone. In order for the L2 reader to decode and comprehend text
automatically, top-down processes are activated when bottom-up processes fail to
comprehend what is being read. As a result, the interactive model suits the L2 reader
most effectively. One key observation is that the bottom-up model occurs before the topdown model does. With that point in mind, the focus of the following research related
more closely to the phonics-first (bottom-up) approach.
As previously mentioned, using a multi-sensory, phonics-based instructional
approach is an effective prevalent method for teaching low-literate L2 adult learners how
to read in English (Giess et al., 2012). Students were given learning activities that
integrate sight, sound, and touch-related tasks. For example, when teaching consonants
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and vowels the instructor started with a finger-spelling (one letter assigned to each finger)
technique and progressed to lettered tiles building from letters to words. After a student
was confident with using his fingers and tiles to form simple words, then writing on paper
was introduced. Forming longer words came next by teaching the concept of word
families. For example, from the CVC root act, a student produced acting, actor, action,
and activity. This exercise helped the student to build confidence in literacy and showed
that larger words were easier to identify by recognizing the roots or word bases. This
study also included a peer-tutoring technique, which coincides well with Arab learners
because it utilizes the cultural behavior of “wasta”.
Looking more closely at sensory phonics-based instruction is a study entitled
Visual Phonics (Woolsey, Satterfield, & Roberson, 2006). Although their method is
designed for deaf students, it can also be applied to students who have low literacy skills
in both Arabic and English and lack of formal educational backgrounds. There are 26
letters in the English alphabet and 45 phonemes (each has a moving hand cue) that
correspond one-to-one to its specific English sound and written symbol. An additional
hand cue is for the silent /e/ words. They are patterned to resemble the appearance and
tactile feel of the sounds they represent. Furthermore, each hand cue is unique and
appears different from a finger spelled letter or any sign. For instance, the sound of /c/
could be a hard /c/ as in candy, /k/ as in kind, or a soft /c/ as in city. The hand cue for the
beginning sound of both candy and kind begins at the side of the mouth in a C-like cue
moving slightly forward. The first sound on city is an /s/ cue, a wavy index finger moving
slightly out from the lips. To learn that /c/ has two sounds extra hand cues have been
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included. The most common and most difficult hand cues are silent /e/, short and long /v/,
hard and soft /c/ and /g/, the three past tense /ed/ sounds, the three final /s/ sounds, and
silent letters.
According to the authors (Woolsey et al., 2006) these cues provide a usable
framework for teaching decoding skills. Similar to deaf students, adult literacy students
must learn the rules of English and identify content clues in order to recognize which
sounds correspond to specific words. In addition, Visual Phonics can help the adult
literacy student establish a framework for learning the rules when decoding print. For
example, the following phonics rule, “the first vowel does the talking, and the second
vowel does the walking” can be remembered by thinking of silent letters in two ways:
indicated versus not indicated. In Visual Phonics, the hand cue for silent sounds in
English is represented by crossed hands in front of the mouth or if writing by an /x/ under
the letter. Either the hand cue or the written /x/ will simplify decoding. Visual Phonics is
conveniently designed and can be used as a tool when decoding and developing spelling
skills. Using this code can be a very practical and hands-on training aid for both forms of
communication.
The research on Visual Phonics is minimal, yet school districts throughout the
United States are implementing versions of this code at an increasing rate. There are only
two studies according to Woolsey et al., (Trezek & Malmgren, 2005; Zaccagnini &
Antia, 1993). In both cases, the groups that were given the Visual Phonics as part of their
curriculum outperformed the group that didn’t.
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Unfortunately, Visual Phonics lacks the research required to consider it a usable
classroom strategy, but it has strong potential for use as a method of providing systematic
visual access to the English phonological system. Phonology instruction in English to
adult literacy learners appears to be both a possible and necessary approach. Even though
there is a lack of research to support it, no one doubts the use of phonemic awareness and
phonics for both hearing and deaf students.
Another useful approach for low-literate adults that integrates visual, audio, and
kinetic intelligences was done at University of Kansas (Shaw, Berg, 2008) called “Word
Study”. They based their work on Bear, Invernizzi, Templeton, and Johnston (2004) who
believed in an approach for improving spelling and reading skills by teaching students “to
examine, discriminate, and make critical judgments about speech sounds, word structure,
spelling patterns, and meanings”. To help understand this method, it is necessary to know
the development stage theory (Henderson & Beers, 1980). Three levels of English
orthography make up this rubric: (1) alphabet (sound-letter agreement); (2) pattern
(combinations of letters); and (3) meaning (origins of words), Zwiers (2013) adds that
teaching language structure is also essential. Five phases of spelling progression exist
throughout the three levels of orthography:
1. Emergent (spellers who understand some letter-sound agreements and are able to
control their directionality).
2. Letter Name (students master their letter-sound relationships, such as consonants,
short vowels, and most consonant blends and digraphs).
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3. Within Word (learners develop knowledge of long vowel indicators,
undistinguished vowels, and complex consonant clusters in single-syllable
words).
4. Syllables and Affixes (students start to experiment with consonant duplication,
suffixes and prefixes, and un/accented syllables).
5. Derivational Relations (learners are able to spell most words with ease, increase
their vocabulary by referring to Greek and Latin root derivations, and vowel and
consonant combinations in multisyllabic words.
What can be taken from this rubric and applied to low-literate adult learners are the first
two levels (Alphabet and Pattern). Using flash cards, follow-up workbook exercises, and
lots of fun spelling games (using an interactive LCD projector) is suggested.
In Shaw and Berg’s study the term “intervention” is used because learners are
taken out of their regular classes, but for other learners, it is suggested they might be
given additional work with letters, sounds, and blending combinations together during
class time. This strategy allows more time devoted to spelling than the study had built
into its program.
One additional component to Shaw and Berg’s word study that can be beneficial
to this discussion is the “Survey Results”. The students who were involved in the
intervention were requested to fill out a brief self-efficiency grading grid. On the grid that
measured 1 to 5 (5 = strongly agree and 1 = strongly disagree), the students rated
themselves on five criteria (Shaw, Berg, 2008). The following bullets list the five criteria:
•

I am happy that I had the chance to take this spelling class.
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•

This spelling class has helped me learn to spell better.

•

This spelling class has helped me learn to read better.

•

I always studied for spelling class.

•

I am more confident in my reading and spelling since I have taken this
class.

In short, the interviews exposed and emphasized three themes: an advanced
awareness of phonics, a larger and heightened awareness of self-worth, and the ability to
understand the simplicity of the method. When asked what the teachers did to help
improve their spelling skills, many students pointed out that it was hard at first, but after
some time they were able to differentiate the vowel sounds from the end sounds, and the
combinations of letters, as well. So in other words, the key was the emphasis of listening
closely and discriminately to letter sounds and single parts of a word.
One final learning perspective in Shaw and Berg’s Word Study was that half of
the students in the experimental group said the picture cues were very useful for helping
to remember how to spell words. One participant said, “It’s good, when you can hear the
sound and hear the picture, and figure it out and put them together”. In this case, the
pictures were transformed into sound representations. Paivio (1971) states a word that is
given direct association to a concrete object can be encoded in two ways: first, as a verbal
attribute; and secondly, as a visual image. One benefit of the Word Study program is that
it utilizes dual-coding hypothesis, in particular for the lower levels. When all the sounds
(beginning, ending, and vowels) are graphically represented, it is very helpful. Not only
is memorization and visualization of the orthographic symbols taking place, but the
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learners are also encoding each sound representation that they come across. This learning
process is reinforced at the end of each session with a writing component as well. So
three intelligences (visual, audio, and kinetic) are actively being utilized.
A key component to any intervention for low-literacy learners is the use of
flashcards, especially when the phonics method is predominant. What might seem simple
and instinctive for a typical (literate) learner isn’t necessarily true for the non- and lowliterate learner. In a LESLLA publication (Marrapodi, 2013) twelve distinctive skills are
emphasized to show how difficult reading a flashcard actually is:
1.) Recognize the line formation as a letter, distinguishing it from all other possible
combinations of lines used to create symbols
2.) Recognize the lines as A
3.) Associate the name A with the symbol used to form the letter A
4.) Identify the picture on the card
5.) Recall the English word “apple”
6.) Correctly pronounce the word “apple”
7.) Use phonemic segmentation to pull the initial sound from the word apple to say /ã/
8.) Recite the sound /ã/ in isolation from the word
9.) Associate /ã/ with the letter representation A
10.) Associate /ã/ with “apple”
11.) Understand that “apple” begins with the letter A
12.) Eventually, memorize, /ã/, apple, A for instant recall
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A literate learner processes these tasks with ease by recognizing the information
instantly, where as a non- or low-literate learner lacks the sub-skills required for reading
the flashcard. Special attention and careful thought should be given when the educator
uses flashcards of any sort.
Another useful instrument is Enhanced Content Instruction (Ehren, Deshler, &
Graner, 2010) which means to incorporate critical content in academic subjects to help all
students improve their listening, speaking, reading, writing skills. Content enhancement
instructional tactics such as routines, outlines, graphic organizers, etc. become tools to
help organize and improve these skills. For example, a history teacher may construct a
diagram with students to represent the concept of democracy. Another example for very
low-literate learners is that classroom procedures can be associated or sequenced
accordingly to letters, vowels, and letter combinations so while students are performing
the procedure they are also practicing and memorizing the targeted content. The students’
task is to recognize and organize the vowel/letter patterns and, as a result, become more
understanding of the English vowel system.
Another similar idea is “Embedded Strategy Instruction” which uses content
literacy strategies to assist students to learn, control, and exhibit knowledge. Teachers
integrate instruction on selected content-suitable literacy strategies for their classes on a
regular basis while teaching required subject matter.
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Section Three: Implications and Conclusion
How can I use phonics to improve the English acquisition success rate of Saudi
military students? Well, first of all it should be noted that there is a gap in the research on
literacy development of adults who are learning English which results in a lack of best
practices for teaching literacy to these learners. It is important to take the learners’ prior
knowledge into consideration when designing a phonics-based program. The teachers
also must have a sound understanding of the reading process and know the development
of reading skills. The research presented shows that teaching decoding skills along with
comprehension instruction is the best method. Although with these adults learners
teaching comprehension of texts as a whole is not the goal. The goal is to for them to
learn the sounds and letters of the English alphabet and be able to decode basic blends,
roots, and simple words that are relative to the vocabulary in the school’s core textbook.
With improved ability of this early stage of reading skills, the learners test scores will
have the most potential for improvement, along with recognition of accomplishments,
motivation to learn, self-confidence, and basic phonics skills.
The lack of prior knowledge about the learners, their education background, their
ability of first language literacy, their second language proficiency, and their motivation
to learn English and use English constructively in their future military career
opportunities and life are all very real limitations that may affect their success in this
English language program. The more teachers know and the more we can educate the
learners about these factors, the more likely they will be successful. Using multiple
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strategies and sensory-related activities in phonics instruction that are relevant to the
learners’ interests is the most important and preferred approach.

Chapter Three Overview
In Chapter three I will describe the process I went through to develop curriculum
for this intervention. By describing the students and their learning environment, I will
show how the idea to help them was created and show how relevant research in phonics
is linked to my personal teaching experiences.
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CHAPTER THREE: RATIONALE
The purpose of this intervention is to assist the lowest level adult language
learners in the English Language Program where I teach. These students lack the literacy
skills necessary for performing well on assessments, which were written from the lessons
taught in the course. So how can I use phonics to improve the English acquisition success
rate of Saudi military students? Through this intervention, new curriculum is provided
with specific phonetic instruction that will build a foundation for successful early reading
ability. The goal is for students to experience improved test scores, which they are not
accustomed to achieving. Such positive results will hopefully assist in persuading the
Saudi military administration to change their expectations and allow for some inclusion
of basic phonetic instruction in the current program. The rationale for this curriculum is
described in this chapter as it stems from my personal experiences teaching these
challenged students.
The theoretical basis begins with researchers (Morgan, M., Moni, K. B., &
Jobling, M. A. 2006) who believe in using a method that combines the “Four Resources
Model” developed by Freebody and Luke in 1990 and the prior knowledge of the
learners. They designed this method to meet the needs of a young adult with an
intellectual disability. This theory indicates that three key strategies (knowing,
motivating, and catering to the individuality of the learner by using multiple activities in
phonics instruction) are combined to meet the needs of the learner.
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Likewise, my proposed intervention focuses on a repertoire of activities, which I
have appropriately designed for the most challenged students in our program who have
been assigned to a remedial class because their test scores are the lowest. My intervention
is aimed to improve their performance on the regularly scheduled assessments. This goal
should be possible because multi-sensory related phonics instruction is appropriately
dovetailed with the learners’ prior knowledge. To be more specific, the core vocabulary
that exists in their current textbooks is compiled and written into the intervention
materials, for example, instructional/functional language (open, close, read, write, etc.)
that is required by students to perform effectively in a classroom environment. As
students begin to develop decoding skills, they also learn and are exposed to assessment
content and vocabulary. Acquiring and exhibiting improved assessment results for the
first time could hypothetically motivate the learners to reach their peak of success.
The Location
The site is an English Language School located on a Saudi Military Base in a port
city of Saudi Arabia. Twenty-five American English Language instructors and one
director are employed at the school. There are typically 200-300 cadets (enlisted Saudi
soldiers) in one cycle, along with smaller (30-60) officer and non-commissioned officers
cycles. All cadet classrooms are equipped with a computer-accessible multi-media LCD
projector and white board. Also, there are several multi-stationed computer assisted
language labs [CALL]. All instructor and military personnel offices, cafeteria, and large
Islamic Studies classroom are contained within a single building. There are also several
state-of-the-art multimedia classrooms and labs used for the officer classes only.
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The Program Configuration
The cadet English language-training program is 34 weeks in length, five days
weekly, six periods daily, with 50-minute class periods. There are several phases (weeks
in length) that make up one cycle; each phase may differ in length. At the conclusion of
each phase a student shuffle occurs that is based on each student’s cumulative test scores
and grades, so the class rosters will most likely be rearranged several times. Weekly tests
and/or quizzes are based on the course curriculum. During phase one all students study
the same book, but in phase two there is a split whereby the higher leveled classes study
more advanced curriculum than the lower levels do.
Upon arrival to our school the new recruits are given a placement test that is used
to assess their English language proficiency. Based on these scores they are ranked and
divided into skill level classes (15-20 students per class). Class one will consist of
students with the highest scores, Class two with the second highest, and so on. Then, after
two weeks (phase one) of studying an in-house-designed Prep Book 1 (which introduces
the English alphabet and basic classroom vocabulary and procedures), the students will
be tested on the content of Prep Book 1.
The Intervention
The intervention involves the two lowest ranked classes that are in session during
Phase 2 (Week 3 through Week 8, or in other words six weeks in length). I will be
teaching the lowest ranked group and can conveniently modify any curriculum
accordingly (focus on and improve phonics/basic reading skills) which are in line with
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the goal of the intervention. Furthermore, only my lowest level class will receive the
accommodated instruction during the regular teaching schedule (pending approval).
According to protocol, following the second student shuffle (phase one), the two
lowest ranked classes will be assigned remedial (7th & 8th periods) classes four days
weekly. This remedial period (8 additional hours per week) will make up the intervention
for my capstone. The estimated length of instruction time is 48 class periods, equaling 40
hours. The following describes each group in more detail in reference to the intervention:
•

For my class specifically I will re-teach selected pages from the reading sections
of the Prep Book 1 that were studied by all the students during phase one. This
material focuses on the letters and sounds of the alphabet, alphabetical order,
short and long vowels, consonant clusters, and blending which are skills
necessary for acquiring the ability to read and recognize syllables, roots, and basic
words. I will also implement other sensory-related phonics materials that I have
developed specifically for this remedial class. See Appendix A.

•

The second remedial class is the control group because a different instructor will
re-teach the materials from the course textbook (Prep Book 1) that was studied
during phase one. These are the same materials that have traditionally been used
for teaching the remedial class as mandated by the Saudi administration.
The post-test is a re-test of the Prep Book 1 test that was taken at the end of Phase

1 (six weeks earlier). In comparing the pre-test to the post-test results, ideally the group
with the most improvement (greatest difference between the test scores) will be my class.
If the Saudi administration recognizes the anticipated improvement in the students’ test
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scores and if I can convince them why these results occurred, then hopefully the phonicsfirst approach (Thistlethwaite, 1994) can be implemented to help the students who are
lacking the most in English literacy skills.
One last consideration and/or observation that I feel is necessary to point out is
this; the pre-test (Prep Book 1 test) is a scheduled assessment that already exists in the
English language program. There is no change in the schedule, no additional effort on the
part of the students, and no potential risk to the students. The six weeks of classroom
instruction, including the 48 remedial periods, are also pre-programmed into the 34-week
program of instruction. Only the content of the instruction will change from the regular
routine. I will be modifying the curriculum with the approval of the local administration.
Any influence and/or benefits to the students will be related to their English literacy
development.
The post-test, however, is the only component that requires extra time and effort
on the part of the students (both the control group and the affected group). The post-test
will be administered to both groups on the final day of remedial. So there won’t be any
loss of time outside of their daily schedule.
Chapter Four Overview
In Chapter Four I will explain in detail the contents of the new curriculum for this
intervention. The curriculum is well suited for these students because it is designed,
written, and modified specifically with the needs of the students in mind.
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CHAPTER FOUR: THE CURRICULUM
How can I use phonics to improve the English acquisition success rate of Saudi
military students? Well, first of all there are restrictions on what subject matter I can
incorporate into my teaching because of the military and cultural setting. For example,
when learning new vocabulary it might be more motivating for the students to read about
soccer, as opposed to military life, but to do so would be veering too far from the current
curriculum. So with that limitation in mind, this curriculum is academically, functionally,
and culturally suited to improve the basic literacy skills of Saudi adult cadets who are
struggling and failing in the English language program where I teach. All three schemes
dovetail with one another and in turn enhance and reinforce the other. Each scheme is
described below and the advantages are pointed out.
The Academic Scheme
Academically speaking, this intervention is phonics and vocabulary-based
(Woolsey et al., 2006, Shaw, Berg, 2008, Giess et al., 2012). An English phonics
foundation introduces and builds on helping students to learn and memorize the basic
letters and sounds of the English alphabet, gradually developing their decoding skills, e.g.
identifying and pronouncing letter sounds, syllables, and short consonant-vowelconsonant words. As students develop a phonetic foundation, vocabulary development is
introduced and applied to classroom setting situations and class procedures. As students
improve their abilities to function and participate in the classroom-learning environment,
their vocabularies also increase and grow.
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Vocabulary development (Newman, Beverstock, 1990, Bear et al., 2004, Giess et
al., 2012) is the second aspect of the intervention curriculum and key to helping students
succeed. Because both the English school curriculum and the assessments are heavily
vocabulary content-based, a high percentage of core vocabulary is integrated into these
intervention materials. As students apply their newly learned phonics skills while
learning new vocabulary and/or reinforcing vocabulary, they should experience success
(higher test score results) as a result of the merging of these two skill areas. It is a logical
conclusion to associate success with the dovetail effect of the foundation (basic phonics
skills and letter recognition) with the core content (vocabulary) of the English program.
The Functional Scheme
The functional scheme of this curriculum dovetails with the academics by
focusing on relevant classroom vocabulary and procedures. Specifically, students learn
essential vocabulary such as, pencil, book, desk, board, teacher, door, classroom and
classroom behaviors that enable them to perform to the best of their abilities as students.
Basic procedures are graphically integrated (as icons) into the lessons. For example, the
instructions when to open/close the book, listen, circle, speak, write, don’t sleep, don’t
write, and so on are depicted as icons (See Figure 2). This well-suited tactic is a key
factor to their success since they lack formal educational experiences that provide and
support the necessary background to behave and function properly in a classroom setting.
The icons are easy to understand after they have been taught and (with repetition) become
familiar to the students (Bruski, 2011).
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Figure 2. Examples of classroom instructions depicted as icons
From Ministry of Defense (1993). Basic English Course: Prep Book 1. Royal Saudi Air
Defense Forces, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Another effectively designed feature (test-formatting) is built into the language
lab component (Basic English Course; Prep Book 1, 1993). The benefit underlies the fact
that all recorded program assessments are computer-based and administered in the
language lab setting. Many students are not familiar with computers and/or the electronic
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world when they first arrive (Al-Barakat, Bataineh, 2008). So to compensate for this
limitation, students are exposed to and taught from day one the question-and-answer testtaking format. This is accomplished by built-in language lab and classroom exercises that
expose students to the format and gives them hands-on practice early on specifically by
instructing and showing students how to fill in simulated ovals with pencil after hearing a
verbal prompt. A prompt is read via a teacher’s voice, overhead speakers, or headphones.
For some, this technique takes repeated practice and familiarization in order to become
proficient with the procedure. Furthermore, many students are overwhelmed and often
distracted with the novelty of operating a desktop computer. The integrated testformatting feature is a proven tool to help students overcome their anxiety and lack of
computer competency.
The Cultural Scheme
This curriculum is designed to be culturally appropriate by incorporating
graphics, color coding, and thematic-based schema which introduces, teaches, and
reinforces vocabulary and phonics, thus enhancing the visual learners’ ability to succeed
(Newman et al., 1990, Morgan et al., 2006). One component is core vocabulary flash
cards. They are large enough (A4 paper size) to be visually appropriate and appealing to
students who have limited attention spans and are visual-spatial learners. With lamination
they can be handled by students for more activity-based learning and become more
beneficial to the bodily-kinesthetic learners. Furthermore, the same flash cards are
available electronically so projection onto the whiteboard via an LCD projector is
possible. Flash card and textbook graphics were designed with Saudi’s society and
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culture in mind. Students are able to identify with and appreciate graphics that relate to
their personal lifestyles (See figure 3). Both Saudi civilian and military life themes are
incorporated. Such schema encourages and promotes motivation for the students.

soldiers
Figure 3. Reproduced flash card (front and back sides)
From Ministry of Defense (1993). Basic English Course: Prep Book 1. Royal Saudi Air
Defense Forces, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Color-coding is used throughout my teaching repertoire. In general, any writing
on the whiteboard or use of transparencies on the overhead LCD projector screen are
always enhanced and reinforced with colored markers in order to clarify understanding
and learning. Color is also used on the alphabet wall charts to highlight and identify
patterns, categories, and exceptions to the rule (silent letters, irregular vowel and
consonant sounds, spelling changes, and so on). More details on this feature will be
explained further in this chapter.
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The Curriculum
The structural make-up of the intervention materials is divided into three groups.
Within each group the components (bulleted items) are listed as they apply to that
category. All the components are used in the remedial class that I am teaching. Each one
is described in more detail in the same order as listed below. The origination, format,
purpose, how it is modified if applicable, and how it benefits the students are
appropriately discussed. As previously mentioned, some of the resources in category 2
and 3 are not attached because obtaining permission from the Saudi administration to do
so would be difficult. Some examples or partial excerpts, however, are included in order
to illustrate the overall scope and sequence of my intervention.
1.) Newly designed materials
•

English Phonetic Alphabet Wall Cards (with examples showing all letter
sounds and characteristics associated to phonics)

•

Word Review Grid Game (inserted after each lesson)

2.) Modified curriculum (from the Prep Book)
•

Letter & Pronunciation Guide (Arabic/English Comparative Analysis
Handout)

•

Vowel & Consonant Recognition Exercises

3.) Curriculum that is used in its original form
•

Vocabulary Flash Cards (A4 paper size with visual aids)

•

Arabic/English Dictionary
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•

Core Reading, Writing, and Listening Packet (exercises extracted from
Prep Book I)

•

Pre-Post Test

The Phonetic Alphabet Wall Cards Set (see Appendix A)
This is a displayable alphabet set (see Figure 4) that I designed and created, and
plan to implement into my remedial class. The idea comes from knowing that many of
my students are first of all, visual learners (Morgan et al., 2006) and, culturally speaking
(Newman & Beverstock, 1990), when orderly and simplified learning aids are
strategically displayed in the study area, the students can access such information more
readily so the result becomes a habit-forming routine. Secondly, these wall cards can
assist the teacher when teaching points occur during a lesson. They are also handy
references for review purposes.

Figure 4. Example of one card in the set in the Phonetic Alphabet Wall Card set
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Each upper and lower case letter of the English alphabet is printed on A4 size
sheets of white cardstock paper. Below the letters are corresponding words that represent
various phonetic differences, characteristics, and exceptions to the rule of the designated
letters. A color-coding scheme highlights and phonetically defines this information as
well. An additional and significant benefit of the wall cards is that most of the example
words are also core vocabulary extracted from the first three books of the English
Program, thus reinforcing the students’ opportunities to learn and memorize key
vocabulary. The table on the following page summarizes some examples of the multifeatured Phonetic Alphabet Wall Cards Set.
Table 3.
Examples of Alphabet Wall Cards color-coding features
Beneficial Feature

Alphabet Wall Card Example/s

Letters in all three positions are underlined.

1.) key

Regular letter sound/s are highlighted red.

2.) 1. tap

Irregular letter sound/s are highlighted red.

3.) j = soldier f = phone ch = picture v = of

Silent letters are highlighted green.
Phonetic rule exceptions are highlighted blue.
Dual-purpose letters are highlighted brown and
italicized.

mechanic

pick

2. tape

no k =
c = (s) + (e, i, y)

3. tall

knob

know

cent circle cycle rice

y as a consonant

=

yes

y as a short/long vowel = gym

you
bye fly

After the cards are introduced and explained to the students, they can be placed
above the white board in front of the class. Ideally whenever students have trouble
reading a letter sound or word, the teacher can conveniently refer to the corresponding
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wall card with a laser/hand pointer for assistance. With repetition students may develop
the habit of referring to the cards on their own. It goes without saying that a posted
alphabet also helps students memorize alphabetical order, which is necessary whenever
using a dictionary. Likewise, alphabetical order is a frequent test item on the reading
section of the beginner-level assessments. So to reiterate, if used as suggested, the
English Phonics Alphabet Wall Cards are one of the key factors that will enable these
literacy-challenged and failure-conscious students to reaching noticeable success and
improvement on their regular assessments.
Word Review Grid Games (See Appendix B)
There are five separate grid games (See Figure 4). Each one is inserted at the end
of each lesson in the Core Reading, Writing, and Listening Packet. The 20-25 words are
formed from letters that correspond directly to the letter sounds taught in each lesson. All
four-language skills (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) can be practiced and/or
incorporated with this resource as a potential learning tool; for example, improvise a class
competition or classroom game. In my class, the grid is projected on the white board in
front of the class. After dividing the class into two teams, students approach the board
one by one and after hearing a word prompt must point to the correct answer. As
mentioned, the formats for such a class competition are endless (not to mention
increasing the degree of difficulty). One final consideration is to utilize the grid to teach
and learn corresponding x and y coordinates, which is a required skill in most follow-on
military training courses.
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Figure 5. Example of a word review grid game

Letter & Pronunciation Guide:
This handout is taken from the Prep Book and is the first piece of information that
students will see on the first day in class. It is a comparative analysis of the English and
Arabic alphabets. The method of comparison comprises four criteria.
•

First, each upper and lower case letter is shown in alphabetical order in the far left
column. For some learners the English alphabet may be completely unfamiliar to
them. The purpose is to introduce the alphabet and initiate the learners to the
literacy tools necessary for attaining success.

•

In the second column is the name of each letter transcribed into Arabic so students
can recognize and learn how to pronounce the letter names.

•

The third column lists the equivalent letter/s in Arabic for each English letter.
This provides the learners with the different phonetic sounds that each letter
makes. For example, letter “a” has three separate sounds: tap, tape, and tall. Some
modifications are necessary here, such as differentiating hard and soft (c) and (g),
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so the soft sound equivalents are added. Conversely, there are some Arabic letters
that cannot be listed because there are no English equivalents.
•

The fourth column lists corresponding English word examples (words extracted
from the current textbooks used in the English Program) that represent all the
letter sounds identified in column three. This column represents the one
modification that I made to this resource. These words will be especially helpful
to students who already know the meaning of the word itself.

Vowel & Consonant Recognition Exercises (See Appendix C)
Except for the graphics that are used, the vowel & consonant recognition exercise
is my design and creation. The format resembles the favorite game of “Hangman”. As a
matter of fact, we were playing “Hangman” in class when the idea occurred to me. Since
the students enjoy it so much, I was motivated to improvise the contents of the current
lesson. Aha! The idea was born. So then, I consulted the assessment coordinator who
showed me the graphics database that is used to design and write all the tests and quizzes,
as well as some in-house textbooks (namely Prep Book 1). Next, I dovetailed basic
English phonics with the “Hangman” format. This idea evolved and eventually
transformed into a concrete exercise; showing the consonants of each word and the
picture representation as clues, the vowels can be prompted and written in: and vice versa
(see Figure 5). The exercise establishes and elicits basic phonics skills while
simultaneously requiring students to recall each vocabulary item from memory.
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Figure 6. Example of a vowel & consonant recognition exercise
By using the pictures and Hangman-like format, the correct answers can be elicited.
This exercise went through a few drafts before its final version was reached. By
pilot testing I discovered some suitable adaptations and additions:
•

Adding a column to write out the word. Naturally by writing the word,
reinforcement is provided in the forms of phonics, vocabulary, letter formation,
and penmanship.

•

Adding a column for Arabic translation. Since students are accustomed to the
translation method for language learning, it is a scaffold to enhance their learning
process. This is also a suitable learning opportunity for students to apply their
Arabic/English dictionary skills.

•

Adding a speaking/listening prompt, e.g. teacher says the word out loud, then
students repeat it. This could be done at any or every stage (initial, medial, final)
of the exercise.
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•

Another modification became apparent while correcting the exercise. Students are
assigned one-by-one to write the answers on the board. Kinesthetically, this keeps
them alert, actively involved, and encourages participation. As an added
incentive, students who answer correctly are allowed to choose the next classmate
to write on the board.

The intrinsic value of this exercise is its strategic and reinforcing application with
reference to the current curriculum in the English Program. Keep in mind, not only are
the remediated students assigned two extra class periods 4 days a week (during which
time they re-study the prior week’s textbook, namely Prep Book 1), but they also
continue to study the follow-on curriculum during the regular school day. The vocabulary
chosen for this exercise set come directly from the lessons (and assessments), which have
already been and are currently being studied in Phase 2 respectively. Therefore, both
phonics and vocabulary skills of immediate relevancy are reinforced simultaneously.
Likewise, of the 16 separate exercises in the set, there are two versions of each exercise
per lesson: one eliciting vowels and the other consonants. If planned accordingly, the
vocabulary/phonics skills for each lesson can be emphasized and enriched two days in a
row because it occurs in conjunction with the regularly scheduled curriculum.
The second hour of the remedial class is a perfect time to insert this activity since the
content is familiar, so successful performance and completion of the task are more likely
to be attainable. Furthermore, for sake of variety and to help students stay on task at the
end of the long, long day, a competitive format is recommended, which encourages a
collaborative, upbeat, and sportsmanship-like atmosphere: a rewarding way to end the
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lengthy exhausting day. This scenario is an excellent recipe for success particularly for
students who aren’t accustomed to succeeding and having fun in class.
Vocabulary Flash Cards
For every lesson the core vocabulary words have corresponding flash cards (A4
card stock size) with a picture on one side and the written word on the other. Large flash
cards can be very useful: there are endless and excellent techniques for introducing,
practicing, and reviewing vocabulary words with this visual aid. The same graphics are
electronically available for use in conjunction with the LCD ceiling-mounted projector.
The Arabic/English Dictionary
This resource is another component that is used in the regular English program, but
can’t be officially documented in my capstone, as I haven’t sought permission from the
Saudi administration. It is however a valuable resource because students appreciate and
are accustomed to using the direct translation method very much. Endless hours of
editing and translation efforts have been spent in its development because the nature of
the English language is so complicated, i.e. words have multiple meanings. All core
vocabulary words are listed alphabetically within each lesson and sequentially according
to the order of the English curriculum of the school (Lesson 1, 2, 3, etc.). Students are
issued one dictionary when they first arrive and instructions on how to use it are stated in
Arabic. For some students little time is spent on teaching dictionary usage. There are,
however, some students who can’t use the dictionary properly because they lack the
necessary literacy skills. The remediated students certainly lack this ability.
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Core Reading, Writing, and Listening Exercise Packet (See Appendix D)
This handout of exercises constitutes the bulk (core) of the remedial class because
it focuses on and requires from the students’ performance and competency in all fourlanguage skills: reading, writing, listening, and speaking, as well as the previously
discussed dictionary usage skills. Each page is extracted from the Prep Book and is not
modified in any way except to compile them in sequence (photocopied and numerically
compiled). Snap shot examples of some of the more common exercises are grouped
together accordingly and shown in Figure 7 & Figure 8 below. The dotted line signifies a
page break (new page). Not all the exercises in the packet are represented in the two
figures. The missing ones contain and utilize scaffolding techniques related to
alphabetizing, capitalization, matching, and letter/word shading to assist in letter and
word formation/recognition. There are five lessons in all, each lesson consists of 8-15
reading, writing, and listening exercises. At the end of each lesson a corresponding Word
Review Grid Game is included.

Figure 7. Snap shots of core reading, writing, and listening exercises
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After an introduction of each “READING PRESENTATION” a format similar to
Figure 7 follows.

Figure 8. Snap shots of some reading presentations included in the packet

The format of the listening exercises mimics the format on the assessments. (See
Figure 9.) The purpose is to familiarize students with testing procedures (in particular,
how to fill in the ovals), as well as to improve their test-taking competence. Students in
this intervention often score very low because they simply can’t follow the procedure or
don’t understand how to answer correctly while taking a test. All tests are listeningreading based and taken in a multi-media listening lab on a computer. Many students who
are not conversant with computers can be overwhelmed at first.
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Figure 9. Example of listening exercise with listening lab format

This curriculum is tailor-made to improve the reading skills of the most
challenged students in our English program because it is designed to reinforce basic
literacy skills academically, functionally, and culturally. All three approaches have been
described and explained how each one intertwines with and enhances the curriculum.
Specific examples and/or representations of the curriculum have been included. See
Appendices A, B, C, and D to view the curriculum.
Chapter Five Overview
In Chapter Five the following will be addressed: my reasons for teaching this
intervention, the literature as it relates to the curriculum, relevant limitations,
recommendations for future applications, and implications with the teaching and
administrative staffs.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSION
This final chapter will reiterate my reasons for teaching this intervention, revisit
the literature as it applies to the curriculum in Chapter Four, point out any limitations,
make recommendations for future applications, and discuss implications for sharing and
building stronger connections with colleagues and the school administration.
With this intervention I attempted to answer the question: How can I use phonics
to improve the English acquisition success rate of Saudi military students? Using new,
modified, and existing curriculum and applying sensory-associated teaching techniques
(Giess et al., 2012), (Wooley et al., 2006), (Shaw, Berg, 2008) I hoped to witness success
at the early stage of reading development and improve reading test scores. To that end,
the participants were exposed to predesigned training aids and completed a series of
exercises and activities during a six-week remedial period. A pre- and post-test were
conducted. It should be noted that no research results are published in this capstone.
However, when I submit my capstone to the local administration at my school, the results
of the pre-post test will be included for the purpose of persuading the decision-makers
that the current curriculum needs to be changed, i.e. to teach basic English phonics
extensively to the most challenged students when they first arrive.
Major Findings
I am pleased to report that the most significant and noticeable result was
improved post-test scores. In fact, only one out of fifteen students didn’t score above the
passing level (sixty percent), even though he improved sixteen percentage points. When I
compare these results to no passing scores on the pre-test, it translates to an outstanding
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success rate, one that has never been obtained (by the lowest-ranked class) during my 15
years of teaching here.
Another positive outcome was the overall attitude of the students and the upbeat
compliments I received from many of them. The history of this remedial class in
particular had always carried a stigma and considered a punishment for failing. Many
students enjoyed the time we worked together and preferred to be in class as opposed to
doing other routine military duties.
It is my observation that significant and notable results with reference to three
curriculum components were attained; The Phonetic Alphabet Wall Cards Set (Appendix
A) and its color-coding system helped students overcome the problem of recognizing
short versus long vowels, exceptions to the rule, silent letters, and initial-medial-final
letter position in core (targeted) vocabulary words. Students constantly made reference
verbally and non-verbally to the wall-posted placards.
The Word Review Grid Games (Appendix B) not only reinforced the ability to
blend letter sounds together, but also created incentives to stay alert, motivated tired
bewildered students, and set the stage for a rich fun-filled learning environment, which is
an atmosphere never experienced before in a classroom setting by most of the learners.
Their uncharacteristic classroom enthusiasm and daily endorsements serve as proof for
crediting the grid games as a useful teaching aid.
The most challenging course work for the students to perform was the Vowel &
Consonant Recognition Exercises (Appendix C). First of all, let’s recall that there are two
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significantly different formats for this series of exercises, one eliciting vowels and the
other consonants. The exercise eliciting vowels proved to be easier for students to finish
than the one prompting consonants. With this outcome in mind, it is pedagogically
sounder to hand out and complete the easier exercises first. This sequence gives more
opportunity for learners to be successful overall because the same pictures and
vocabulary words are repeated.
Secondly, there were mixed results which fall into three separate categories:
•

Students who completed the exercise

•

Students who needed assistance in order to complete the exercise

•

Students who could not complete the exercises after receiving assistance

There are several possible reasons for the first category. One might be that there are only
six vowels to choose from as opposed to 21 consonants. Another reason might be related
to the fact that some consonants (h, j, l, m, n, q, r, x, and z) and consonant clusters (br...,
ch..., fl..., str..., etc.) have only one phonetic representation, where as each vowel and
some vowel combinations have more than one. Let’s not forget to mention how prior
knowledge (Freebody & Luke, 1997, Morgan et al., 2006) exists as a contributing factor,
i.e. learners who were already familiar with the game of “Hangman”. Truth be told, there
are several contributing factors, which fueled the success of this exercise.
The learners who needed assistance consisted of the majority of the class. The
questions they asked most often were related to not recognizing the picture, word, and/or
not being able to phonetically read the word out loud. After I provided the proper
pronunciation as a scaffolding technique, they were more successful. For some, hearing
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the word spoken (and writing it) in Arabic helped as well. Additionally, let’s not forget
the “Wasta” factor (Tlaiss & Kauser, 2010). Inevitably, there were some students who
received help from classmates without my awareness. I firmly believe it’s next to
impossible to prevent students from helping each other since they are culturally
conditioned to do so.
The few students who could not complete this exercise seemed to feel frustrated
and left out. This was after my attempt to help and welcoming fellow classmates to
explain the directions in Arabic. Fortunately, after correcting a few exercises in class,
these students eventually appeared to be more successful.
Limitations
The most obvious limitation is not including the pre/post-test results. Such an
assessment component to this intervention cannot be published in this capstone because I
am not conducting a study, only writing curriculum. As previously mentioned the test
results will be included when I submit this paper to the Saudi administration for the
purpose of persuading the decision-makers to change their thinking and allow changes in
the curriculum that promotes early reading development.
One possible opposing outcome might be related to the uneasy idea of admitting
that there is a problem with the current program, which in turn means that blame must be
assigned. To reiterate, the current curriculum is too difficult and the teaching pace is too
fast for the lowest leveled classes. To admit or accept fault means to lose face in the Arab
culture, which would be considered a serious repercussion. Once again a cultural
difference is a key factor in a solution unrealized.
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Implications
The workforce situation in Saudi Arabia is one of the most concerning issues
today. In light of the Arab Spring uprisings throughout the Middle East some believe that
it is just a matter of time before its people will speak out and demand a better quality of
life, more jobs, and more accountability. Specifically speaking, Saudi Arabia is unique in
the following ways. First, many Saudi males are reluctant to get trained in the trades and
service industries or take jobs that they feel are below their standard or quality of life.
Even though the unemployment rate is extremely high, there is a uniform reluctance to
accept jobs in these industries. Traditionally, Third World nationals have been hired to
fill these necessary and demanding jobs. And as a matter of convenience, the language of
commerce has always been English and proficiency in English has often been a job
requirement for most service industry positions. So for Saudis to move into today’s
workforce successfully, they need to change their attitudes and be more willing to accept
lower paying jobs, and secondly, they will need to improve their literacy in both Arabic
and English.
Literacy is one of the key vehicles to help Saudi Arabia solve its internal
economic woes. Since service industry personnel (usually third-country nationals)
already speak English with English proficiency being a basic job requirement, Saudi men
or women who expect to fill such positions will need adequate English proficiency to
compete. In many organizations, third country national contracts are not being renewed
and they are returning home after their contracts expire. Their replacements are Saudis,
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both men and women, and English is a mandatory job expectation. So with this in mind,
it is essential for Saudi youth to improve all their English competencies.
Future Curriculum Applications
First of all, any of the component pieces of this intervention can be used as a
supplement for other classes, and can be adapted and applied to any other lessons/books
in our school program, not just the lower level (beginner) courses. For example, in
Appendix C any target vocabulary can be inserted into this format as long as a graphic for
each vocabulary item is available. The degree of difficulty can be varied and depends on
how many letters are given (printed) as clues versus blank spaces. The only requirement
for a potentially successful and relevant activity would be teacher preparation time and
effort.
Secondly, this capstone may help anyone who teaches Saudis and provide insight
and examples to the difficulties and challenges westerners face in an educator role in
Saudi Arabia. For the English school situation I am currently teaching in, I am hopeful
this capstone will provide the English teaching staff much needed support for convincing
the local (Saudi) administration that their expectations for the more challenged students
are too high and that considerations for making some changes to our program are needed.
Without this recognition the situation returns back to the mundane: a diminished sense of
success or motivation from the students and the teachers. It is absolutely essential to
receive their approval in some tangible or recognizable manner.
For further development of student decoding skills, any of the two exercise
formats I designed (Appendices B and C) can be applied to the follow-on textbooks in the
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current program. Of course new exercises will need to be written by myself and other
teachers. For example, the grid games (Appendix B) can be advanced one level of
difficulty by substituting single syllable long vowel words. Progressively after that, short
and long vowel words can be intermixed, and gradually increase the difficulty of word
choice. Whenever possible appropriate core vocabulary from the textbook should be
included. This progression could continue up to or beyond the sentence construction
level.
Fortunately, there is also a Prep Book 2 that is rarely being used. The format
resembles the exercises in Appendix D and the content progressively focuses on guiding
and assisting students to function according to expected classroom procedures. Similar to
Prep Book 1, core vocabulary from the mainstream textbooks is purposely and
strategically incorporated with the intent to introduce and re-enforce such vocabulary.
This book was designed for a two-week course with ten lessons, but could efficiently be
taught covering a longer period of time. Another application might be to pick and choose
separate pages and/or exercises from the book.
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Conclusion
As a result of this intervention, students’ quiz scores improved significantly,
which in turn improved their confidence and self-esteem. Light was shone on the dreaded
punishment for failing. Our student-teacher relationships also improved. I noticed that
they respect me more, listen more attentively, and work harder in class. Their success did
not go unnoticed by my employer and colleagues as I received positive feedback and
encouragement from my peers.
Another benefit is the linguistic and literacy advancement on a larger scale. In
other words, any success with improving English proficiency positively affects the
students’ opportunities in a Saudi military. Each student’s opportunities for follow-on
training (career focus within the military service) improves and broadens based on his
ability to be successful in the English Language Program. As a result, he will have more
career options to choose from. Because this success will be associated with the student’s
role in society and the Saudi culture, it will help close the gap between our two cultures
and assist in developing an improved personal if not student-teacher relationship between
us.
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APPENDIX A

Phonetic Alphabet Wall Cards Set
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Aa
1.) fat hat tap
2.) fate hate

tape

3.) fall hall

tall

72

Bb
1.) barber base bed
2.) bell big book
3.) lab no b = comb

73

Cc
1.) k = cat cold sick
2.) s = (e, i, y) cent
circle cycle rice

74

Dd
1.) d = desk door
2.) j = graduation
schedule soldier

75

Ee
1.) bed men pen
2.) ceiling he read
she sleep these

76

Ff
1.) family fish food
2.) f= alphabet phone
3.) f= cough laugh

77

Gg
1.) g = get girl big
2.) j = gym garage
orange page

78

Hh
happy have he her
here hi his hospital
hot how husband

79

Ii
1.) dim Tim whiff
2.) dime time wife
3.) died tight sign

80

Jj
January job juice
July June just

81

Kk
1.)k=chicken key pick
2.) mechanic school
3.) no k=knob know

82

L l
close look lunch
pilot table wall
no l= chalk half talk

83

Mm
man men Mr. Mrs.
lamb number small
room time

84

Nn
name nice November
don’t sound young
down listen turn

85

Oo
1.) hop not on
2.) hope note own
3.) board know go

86

Pp
penny pilot please
happy open repeat
help map stop

87

Qq
qt. quart quarter
question quick
quiet quite quiz

88

R r
read rice right
fruit nurse tired
answer or water

89

Ss
1.) s = ask base son
face mercy pencil
2.) z = his Ms. these

90

Tt
1.)
2.)
3.)
4.)

t = top letter at
ch = future picture
sh= action nation
no t = listen often

91

Uu
1.) cut us young
2.) cute use you
fruit Tuesday

92

Vv
1.) VCR verb video
vowel five knives
2.) v = of

93

Ww
1.) what where with
2.) no w = know two
3.) who window write

94

Xx
box BX example
exercise explain
fix six

95

Yy
1.) y = year yes you
2.) i = gym syllable
3.) i = bye my fly

96

Zz
zero zipper
zoo

97

Long (a)
Vowels
ai =
au =
ay =
ei =
ey =

rain waiter
gauge
day play say
eight their
grey they

98

Long (e)
Vowels
e = be he me she we
ea = read teacher
ei = ceiling receiver
eo = people
ie = cookie movie
y = happy money

99

Short (i)
Vowels
i = window sit
o = women
ui = building
y = gym syllable

100

More
Vowels
oo=book cook look
oo = do food room
new shoe you
blue flu fruit
oi = boil oil point
oy = boy soy toy

101

More
Vowels
ou = count our
sound
ow = down now
town
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APPENDIX B

Word Review Grid Games
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1.

2.

mat
5.

3.

bit
6.

mob
9.

7.

10.

13.

mit

mot

mom
12.

bat
15.

tom

bib
8.

11.

14.

tot

bot

tat

mib

4.

tab
16.

bit

bam
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1.

2.

met
6.

3.

but
7.

men
11.

8.

12.

16.

tub

sam

cab

ref

dab
20.

tan
24.

jot

mom
15.

19.

23.

jet

run

bat

hot

nib
10.

14.

18.

22.

cub

had

mad

5.

9.

13.

17.

21.

hat

ten

rim

4.

can
25.

red

fib
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1.

2.

foot
6.

3.

lug
7.

yip
11.

17.

gal

lab

wok

wiz

pin

web
20.

gun
24.

pep

mom
15.

19.

23.

big

pop

hood

lid
10.

14.

18.

22.

yes

lax
13.

leg

5.

9.

kit

pox

21.

top
8.

12.

16.

4.

six
25.

book

yip
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1.

2.

good
6.

3.

bit
7.

yip
11.

8.

12.

16.

tub

fig

win

ref

dab
20.

lax
24.

rum

top
15.

19.

23.

yip

pup

look

gum

nib
10.

14.

18.

22.

yon

had

mot

5.

9.

13.

17.

21.

hat

ken

bat

4.

mim
25.

took

bob
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1.

2.

foot
6.

3.

lug
7.

yip
11.

8.

12.

16.

gal

lab

wiz

pin

web
20.

gun
24.

pep

mom
15.

19.

23.

big

pop

hood

wok

lid
10.

14.

18.

22.

yes

lax

leg

5.

9.

13.

17.

21.

top

kit

pox

4.

six
25.

book

yip
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APPENDIX C

Vowel & Consonant Recognition Exercises
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APPENDIX D

Core Reading, Writing, and Listening Packet (Basic English Course; Prep Book 1, 2012)
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